Insomnia can drive some people to drink, but downing a few hot toddies before bedtime can make a good night's sleep even more elusive.
Consuming two -or three or fourshots of alcohol may "knock out" the weary insomniac, but that nightcap may damage the quality of sleep for the rest of the night And in some cases, alcohol can trigger life-threatening health problems.
Alas, the before-bedtime cocktail is too often among the misguided but well-intentioned home remedies for insomnia. Experts differ on exactly the amount of alcohol that will affect sleep, but some bel ieve that even one shot of liquor taken an hour or less before going to bed disturbs the pattern of stornoet making it light, unsettled and less than refreshing.
The person initially lulled to sleep by drink may sleep soundly for the first few hours, but then awaken or sleep poorly The sleeper may also experience nightmares and feel unusually tired the next day People who drink regularly may experience nightmares on nights that they refrain from alcohol.
The potential for abuse of this insomnia "home cure" is high because the amount of alcohol needed to invite drowsiness increases rapidly in a short time with regular use.
WHAT IS INSOMNIA?
As many as 33% of adults in the United States report that they suffer from occasional sleep problems, and an estimated 10 million adults annually seek doctors' advice about the problems.
Insomnia is defined as the complaint of unsatisfactory sleep, and it can appear as difficulty in falling asleep, difficulty in staying asleep, or unrefreshing sleep.
This lack of sleep usually causes the person to feel irritable, fatigued and uncomfortable during the day Indeed, a major consequence of insomnia is that it may impair daytime functioning Insomnia is not a disease, but the sign of an underlying problem -often one that deserves medical attention Most normal sleepers have probably experienced transient insomnia --a disruption in sleep for one to three nights. Jet travel across time zones or hospitalization for elective surgery may induce transient insomnia.
Short-term insomnia, lasting from three nights to three weeks, may be caused by personal problems such as the death of
Experts differ on exactly the amount of alcohol that will affect sleep, but some believe that even one shot of liquor taken an hour or less before going to bed disturbs the pattern of slumbet; making it light, unsettled and less refreshing.
a loved one or by loss of a job. Although this type of insomnia usually disappears a few weeks after the specific stress lessens, sleep medications are often helpful in the interim.
Long-term insomnia, lasting more than three weeks, may stem from chronic medical illness, depression or other psychiatric problems, alterations in biological clocks, chronic drug or alcohol misuse, anxiety about sleep, poor sleeping habits, or a sleep disorder such as nocturnal myoclonus (thrashing of the legs during sleep) or sleep apnea (a breathing problem).
ALCOHOL DOES BATTLE WITH SLUMBER
Alcohol is a major cause of insomnia in part because it disturbs the Rapid Eye Movement (REM) cycle of sleep.
REM sleep appears about 80 to 90 minutes after the onset of sleep and the first REM phase lasts about 10 minutes. During a typical night's sleep, REM sleep will recur four or five times, increasing in duration each time, with the final REM cycle lasting up to 40 minutes. REM sleep can occupy a total of two hours during eight hours of slumber.
But for the sleeper who has had a few drinks of alcohol before retiring, alcohol in the bloodstream acts as an enemy to REM, fighting off the cycle.
About five hours after sleep occurs, "as the body eliminates the alcohol, sleep becomes disturbed for the rest of the night. One reason for this disturbance is that REM sleep "rebounds" and can return with a vengeance to intrude on the other cycles and deprive the body of deep, restful sleep.
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For several nights after a habitual drinker stops drinking, the person may suffer from nightmares stemming from REM sleep rebound. An alcoholic on a drinking binge may suppress REM sleep for so long that it will rebound when the individual is awake. Researchers have theorized that delirium tremens, or d.t.s -hallucinations and muscle jerks -are actually portions of the REM cycle in action while the alcoholic is awake.
ALCOHOL MAY TRIGGER FATAL CONDITION
In many people, alcohol also is believed to trigger or aggravate sleep apnea, a disorder characterized by snoring and periods of not breathing during sleep. This potentially life-threatening problem is common and is seen more frequently in older people. Sleep apnea is especially dangerous to those with a history of pulmonary or cardiac disease.
The disorder is defined as frequent halts in breathing, lasting from ten seconds to as long as three minutes. Sleep apnea is another roadblock to a good night's rest because the sleeper, though typically unaware, is awakened briefly but repeatedly as he gasps for breath. These stirrings, occurring perhaps hundreds of times a night, fragment the flow of the sleep cycles.
Some degree of sleep-related respiratory Impairment affects an estimated 20% of the population, and 60% of men over 60 years old. Men who are overweight and snore are more apt to have sleep apnea.
A group of my colleagues, sleep experts in Gainesville, Florida, studied 20 healthy men ranging in age from the 20s to the mid-60s. The men were given four shots of vodka less than an hour before bedtime. Their sleep was monitored, and the episodes of sleep apnea were significantly longer and five times more frequent than for the same men when they had not imbibed alcohol.
Alcohol worsens the condition because it relaxes the muscles in the throat and suppresses the awakening mechanism, adding to the time it takes for a sleeper to stir and take a breath.
Sleep apnea can trigger potentially fatal conditions, including an erratic heartbeat, severe drops in oxygen levels in the blood and a rise in blood pressure. For those already suffering from cardiac and pulmonary disease, even moderate drinking before bedtime presents a risk. This effect of alcohol may be even greater in men than in women. JUNE 1986; VOL. 34, NO 6 FALLING ASLEEP THE OLD-FASHIONED WAY Sleep is integral to keeping the body a humming machine. The body's growth hormone, a secretion linked to the formation of bone and red blood cells, is released during deep sleep, and REM sleep is believed important in maintaining memory Insomniacs in search of sleep are sometimes tangled in a Catch-22. The more worried the weary person is about falling asleep, the more tossing and turning is likely to follow
The caution against using alcohol as a self-help for insomnia does not rule out common-sense steps that may alleviate the problem. Of course, if sleeplessness persists, a trip to the doctor is in order to determine the root of the problem and find a treatment.
For an occasional problem: • Instead of taking an alcoholic drink, try a glass of warm milk or a light snack. • Exercise during the day or in the early evening, but avoid strenuous activity too close to bedtime, as this may be more stimulating than relaxing. • Avoid caffeine and nicotine before retiring -both are stimulants. • Read, listen to music, watch television or do anything else that invites drowsiness. Avoid going to bed before feeling sleepy • Try to get up at the same time every day to establish a solid sleep and wake cycle. And, if all else fails, sometimes the oldest home remedy -counting sheep or any other object -may prove distracting enough to lull to sleep all but the anxious sheep rancher.
FURTHER INFORMATION
For those who want more information about insomnia, the booklet "What You Should Know About Insomnia" can be obtained by writing to INSOMNIN  UPJOHN 
What about yours?
Uncontrolled high blood pressure is a major health problem About 26 million workdays and billions of dollars are lost each year because of it.
But high blood pressure can be easily detected and controlled. Proper treatment. every day. can prevent heart failure. kidney disease. stroke and premature death caused by high blood pressure.
Many companies. large and small. have successful on-thejob high blood pressure programs for their employees and management. Look into It. Youcan save time and money. And protect your employees' health. To find out the whole story write:
Ms. Judie LaHosa Worksetting Programs
Coordinator National High Blood Pressure Education Program Bethesda. MD 20205
